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What is smallpox? 

Smallpox is a serious disease that is caused by the Variola virus. Following a worldwide effort, 
The World Health Organization (WHO) declared smallpox eradicated in 1980. Although the 
WHO recommended any remaining virus be destroyed or transferred to its reference laboratories, 
the possibility that some countries kept stockpiles of the virus cannot be ruled out. Thus there is 
potential for its use in biological terrorism. 


How is smallpox spread? 

Smallpox is spread when an infected person coughs droplets of saliva into the air, but could be 
spread in the air if used as a weapon. The disease is most contagious during the first week of 
illness. Because the virus is so infectious, spraying it into the air could create an outbreak of the 
disease. 


What are the symptoms of smallpox? 

Initially, symptoms include high fever, fatigue, and head and backaches. This is followed by a 
rash that develops in 2 to 3 days. The rash is the most visible symptom of the smallpox virus. It 
is usually most heavily concentrated in the face, arms, and legs. Symptoms usually develop 
between 7 to 17 days after exposure. 


How is smallpox treated? 

At this time, there is no specific treatment for smallpox. Patients would be given fluids, 
medicine to control fever and pain, and antibiotics for any secondary infections that occur as a 
result of the virus. In Massachusetts, all cases of suspected smallpox are required to be reported 
immediately to local health departments. 


Is there a vaccine for smallpox? 

Routine vaccination against smallpox stopped in 1972, and smallpox vaccine was removed from 
the commercial market in 1983. Because few people younger than 27 years of age have been 
vaccinated, and the long-term effectiveness of those vaccinated before 1972 is uncertain, it is 
generally assumed that the entire U.S. population is susceptible to smallpox. 


Though the US Public Health Service maintains a stockpile of approximately 15 million doses, at 
the present time, smallpox vaccine is supplied only to certain laboratory workers who are at risk 
of infection. While the Federal Government is concerned about the threat of bioterrorism, at this 
time, no widespread vaccination program is planned. 


For more information contact: 
Boston Public Health Commission 
Communicable Disease Control Program 
617-534-5611 
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